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      Especially those that are still here beside me.
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      I love you.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Foreword

      

      
        Introduction

      

    

    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        1. The (Unofficial) Start

      

      
        2. Trust and Love

      

      
        3. Spiraling

      

      
        4. The Comeback

      

      
        5. Shot in the Dark

      

      
        6. Maternal

      

      
        7. A Step Closer

      

      
        8. The (Official) Pre-start

      

      
        9. My Inner Child

      

      
        10. A Vacant Bed

      

      
        11. Letting Go

      

      
        12. The Official Start

      

      
        13. Full Circle

      

    

    
      
        Afterword

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Nicholas Michael Matiz

      

    

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Foreword

      

      
        Introduction

      

    

    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        1. The (Unofficial) Start

      

      
        2. Trust and Love

      

      
        3. Spiraling

      

      
        4. The Comeback

      

      
        5. Shot in the Dark

      

      
        6. Maternal

      

      
        7. A Step Closer

      

      
        8. The (Official) Pre-start

      

      
        9. My Inner Child

      

      
        10. A Vacant Bed

      

      
        11. Letting Go

      

      
        12. The Official Start

      

      
        13. Full Circle

      

    

    
      
        Afterword

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Nicholas Michael Matiz

      

    

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Foreword

          

        

      

    

    
      I write this foreword to Nicholas Matiz's memoir with great honor and humility, a profound sense of privilege at being asked to introduce a work of such raw honesty and transformative power. In my decades as a therapist working with trauma survivors, particularly youth navigating the complex transition to adulthood while carrying the weight of childhood wounds, I have encountered countless stories of pain, resilience, and healing. Yet Nicholas's journey stands apart, not merely for the depth of adversity he has faced but for the extraordinary courage and self-awareness with which he has confronted it.

      I bore witness to Nick's stay in a youth shelter in Los Angeles, observing his evolution from a guarded young man to someone capable of both receiving and offering profound connection. In his initial weeks in the program, Nick was quiet and timid, his physical presence in stark contrast to the emotional absence he maintained as a form of self-protection. I sometimes observed him standing alone in common areas, his body language communicating volumes—shoulders slightly hunched, eyes watchful, positioning himself near exits—unsure where to put himself or with whom it was safe to speak. He carried himself with the hypervigilance common to those who have learned early that safety cannot be assumed, that vulnerability often leads to harm rather than connection.

      But those days did not last long. Little by little, Nick found his group of friends and soon became a leader on campus, his natural charisma and genuine interest in others gradually emerging as his sense of safety increased. What struck me most during this transformation was not just his growing comfort with peers but his willingness to take risks, to extend himself beyond the protective shell he had constructed through years of necessary self-reliance. Nick, and his passion for producing films, soon had him organizing his group of friends to create a short film, including writing, acting, filming, editing, music, etc.—a project that required not only creative vision but trust in others to help realize it.

      He organized his group of friends in ways unlike anything the staff had succeeded in doing, demonstrating an intuitive understanding of how to motivate and inspire those around him, how to recognize and nurture talents that others (sometimes even their possessors) didn't realize existed. His leadership, passion, and dedication to his friends and his craft shone through these endeavors, revealing aspects of his character that might have remained hidden in a more conventional therapeutic or educational setting. In these creative pursuits, I observed Nick finding not just an outlet for self-expression but a vehicle for connection, a way to bridge the isolation that trauma so often engenders.

      Nick was not always an easy youth to have in the program, a fact I share not as criticism but as testament to his fierce determination and clarity of purpose. He would not be deterred from his clear and passionate vision for his future, would not allow his path to be dictated by well-meaning but sometimes limiting institutional expectations. Staff members who tried to corral him into a more conventional program or case plan did so at their peril, quickly discovering that beneath his sometimes quiet exterior lay a formidable will and a keen intelligence capable of articulating exactly why standardized approaches might not serve his particular needs or circumstances.

      Nick did not have it—this phrase hardly captures the eloquence and conviction with which he advocated for himself, the thoughtful way he would listen to suggestions before explaining, respectfully but firmly, why he needed to pursue a different direction. He skillfully and forcefully argued for his self-determination and pursuit of his vision, demonstrating in these moments the very qualities that would serve him well in his eventual healing journey: clarity about his own needs, courage to express them even when met with resistance, and commitment to a future he could envision even when others could not yet see it.

      I had the unique pleasure of working with Nick as a therapist during this period, meeting with him weekly in sessions that became a sacred space of trust and exploration. It would be neither appropriate nor ethical to reveal the specific content of our therapy sessions, the confidential disclosures and discoveries that unfolded within that relationship. The therapeutic alliance is built on privacy and trust, boundaries I would never violate even in service of contextualizing the remarkable memoir you are about to read. Suffice it to say, Nick courageously faced the experiences of his childhood, the challenges of today, and his vision for his future with a willingness to engage that many clients twice his age never achieve.

      Our work together was not always easy or comfortable—healing rarely is—but his commitment never wavered, even when confronting memories and emotions that would have sent many retreating into denial or dissociation. I believe that Nick demonstrated this same courage, perhaps even more, as he wrote down the memories, feelings, and thoughts of his upbringing and his current struggles as a young adult, translating private exploration into public testimony without the safety net of therapeutic confidentiality. The vulnerability required to share one's story not just with a single trusted professional but with an unknown audience of readers represents a different kind of bravery, one that speaks to Nick's deepening understanding that his experiences, though uniquely his own, carry universal elements that might illuminate paths for others.

      He has consciously and purposefully revealed many horrific and traumatizing experiences to his reading audience, some of whom know him as a young man and others who were with him in his childhood. This decision was not made lightly or without consideration of its implications, both for himself and for those who figure in his narrative. In our discussions about his writing process, Nick demonstrated remarkable thoughtfulness about the ethics of memoir, the responsibility of truth-telling, and the potential impact of his words on both readers and subjects. He chose disclosure not for shock value or revenge, but in service of a deeper truth about human resilience and the possibility of healing even from profound betrayal and loss.

      What makes Nick's memoir so powerful, in my professional assessment, is not just the events it recounts but the perspective from which he narrates them. There is a quality of compassionate witnessing in his writing, an ability to hold space for the child he was without either minimizing his suffering or allowing it to define him entirely. This capacity to observe one's own experience with both emotional honesty and analytical distance is a hallmark of post-traumatic growth, evidence of the integration that occurs when trauma is processed rather than suppressed or enacted. Nick's writing demonstrates this integration in action, moving fluidly between past and present, between narrative recounting and reflective meaning-making, between individual experience and broader social context.

      Nick shares the healing journey in this memoir to illuminate and inspire his readers that childhood trauma, when addressed and confronted healthily, can never be forgotten but can fuel growth toward a meaningful and productive life. This is perhaps the most important message his story offers: that healing does not erase the past but transforms our relationship to it, allowing painful experiences to become sources of wisdom and connection rather than shame and isolation. Nick does not present himself as someone who has "overcome" trauma in the sense of leaving it behind entirely—a dangerous myth that often adds to survivors' sense of failure when memories or triggers continue to affect them—but as someone who has learned to carry his history with increasing grace and decreasing burden.

      Throughout my years of practice, I have observed that those who heal most profoundly from childhood trauma are often those who find ways to make meaning from their suffering, to transform personal pain into purpose. Nick exemplifies this path, not only in the creative pursuits that have given him a channel for self-expression and connection but in his willingness to share his story in service of others' healing. In doing so, he disrupts the isolation that trauma creates, the sense that one's experiences are unspeakable or uniquely shameful, offering instead a vision of community built on authentic sharing and mutual support.

      It is worth noting that Nick's journey has not been linear or without setbacks—healing rarely follows a straight line, particularly when the wounds begin early and cut deep. There have been periods of regression, of falling back into old patterns of thought or behavior that once served as necessary survival mechanisms. There have been relationships that reopened old wounds rather than fostering new growth. There have been moments of doubt, of questioning whether healing is truly possible or worth the pain it sometimes requires. Nick recounts these struggles with the same honesty he brings to his triumphs, offering readers a realistic portrait of healing as an ongoing process rather than a destination reached once and for all.

      What distinguishes Nick's memoir from many trauma narratives is its refusal to end with mere survival or even resilience. Instead, it points toward the possibility of what trauma researchers call "post-traumatic growth"—the profound positive changes that can emerge in the aftermath of suffering when it is met with adequate support and meaning-making. Through his writing, Nick demonstrates how confronting trauma can lead not just to recovery of previous functioning but to development of new capacities: deeper compassion for self and others, greater appreciation for life's fragility and beauty, enhanced ability to form meaningful connections, clearer sense of personal values and priorities, and discovery of strengths previously unknown.

      Nick's autobiography reminds us that healing is a soulful and rewarding journey available to those who seek it, though never without cost and never guaranteed. It requires courage to face what has been avoided, patience to move at the pace the psyche can tolerate, willingness to feel what has been numbed, and faith that integration is possible even when fragmentation feels overwhelming. It requires, too, safe relationships in which new patterns of trust and vulnerability can be experienced, countering the lessons of betrayal that trauma so often teaches. Nick has been fortunate to find such relationships—with therapists, mentors, friends, and eventually romantic partners—and wise enough to recognize their value and allow them to reshape his understanding of human connection.

      As a therapist, I am often asked whether people can truly heal from severe childhood trauma, whether the damage done in formative years can ever be repaired. Nick's memoir offers not a simple yes or no but a more nuanced truth: that healing is possible but not through forgetting or "getting over it," not through toxic positivity or denial of pain, but through the hard, sacred work of remembering with new eyes, of finding words for what was once unspeakable, of reclaiming agency where once there was only helplessness. It comes through grieving what was lost, recognizing what remains, and choosing consciously how to move forward with both.

      In sharing his story with such honesty and insight, Nick offers readers not just inspiration but a map of sorts—not a prescriptive set of directions but a record of one person's path that might illuminate possibilities for others' journeys. For those who have experienced similar traumas, his words may provide recognition and validation, a sense of being seen and understood in experiences too often shrouded in silence and shame. For those who have not, his narrative offers a window into realities they might otherwise never fully comprehend, potentially fostering the empathy and awareness necessary for creating a more trauma-informed society.

      As you read the pages that follow, I invite you to approach them not just as a consumer of someone else's story but as a witness in the fullest sense of that word—one who receives another's truth with attention and respect, who neither turns away from pain nor becomes voyeuristically fascinated by it, who recognizes in another's particular journey elements of the universal human experience of suffering and the possibility of transformation. In witnessing Nick's story this way, you participate in the healing not just of one individual but of our collective capacity to hold space for difficult truths and to believe in the possibility of growth beyond trauma.

      It has been my privilege to walk alongside Nick for a portion of his journey, to support him as he has done the courageous work of confronting his past and creating his future. It is now your privilege to receive the gift of his story, told with remarkable clarity, insight, and purpose. May it touch you, challenge you, and perhaps even transform you in ways that matter.
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      In the quiet hours before dawn, when the world is still and the only sound is the rhythm of my own breathing, I often find myself caught between two realities—the life I have lived and the lives I have imagined. This book represents the convergence of those worlds, a meeting place where memory and creation intertwine to tell a story that is at once painfully true and deliberately crafted.

      Writing these pages has been both burden and liberation. Each word set down feels like the releasing of a breath held too long, the unburdening of experiences carried in silence for years. There is power in naming what happened to you, in claiming your story as your own rather than letting it define you from the shadows. This memoir is my act of reclamation, my way of saying: these things happened, they shaped me, but they are not the whole of who I am or who I might become.

      Yet as I ventured deeper into this project, I found myself drawn to the tools of fiction, not to obscure truth but to illuminate it. In certain passages, you will encounter elements that did not occur exactly as written—composite characters who embody the essence of several real people, conversations reconstructed from memory's imperfect archives, settings rendered with details that may differ from their physical reality. These are not fabrications meant to deceive but artistic choices made in service of a deeper authenticity, the emotional truth that sometimes lies beyond the reach of literal fact.

      I am, at heart, a novelist. Fiction has been my sanctuary when reality offered none, my laboratory for understanding human behavior when my own experiences defied comprehension. Through creating characters and worlds, I have learned to see beyond the immediate pain of my circumstances, to recognize patterns and possibilities that might otherwise remain hidden. This perspective—the novelist's eye for narrative shape, for meaningful detail, for the currents that run beneath the surface of events—has informed how I approach even the most factual aspects of my own story.

      Some might question this blending of memoir and fictional technique, might argue that truth demands absolute adherence to verifiable fact. But I have found that memory itself is not a perfect recording but an interpretation, a story we tell ourselves about what happened and what it meant. In acknowledging the constructed nature of any narrative, including those we tell about our own lives, I hope to offer something more valuable than mere documentation: an honest reckoning with both what happened and how it felt, with both external events and internal landscapes.

      The darkest experiences recounted in these pages—the abuse, the neglect, the betrayals by those who should have protected me—these are rendered without embellishment or evasion. Where fiction enters, it does so not to shield the reader or myself from difficult truths but to create context, to build bridges of understanding, to find meaning in what might otherwise remain senseless suffering. It is the difference between a photograph and a painting—both may capture the same subject, but the latter reveals the artist's interpretation, the significance found in what is depicted.

      I release these stories—both the strictly factual and the artfully rendered—with the hope that they might reach others who have walked similar paths, who have carried similar burdens, who have wondered if healing is possible after such profound wounding. I offer them, too, to those fortunate enough to have been spared such experiences, in the belief that understanding the reality of childhood trauma is essential to creating a world where fewer children endure it.

      This book is not a cry for sympathy or a bid for absolution. It is simply my truth, told as honestly as I know how, with all the tools at my disposal—the memoirist's commitment to authenticity and the novelist's gift for making meaning through narrative. Some names have been changed, some timelines condensed, some scenes reconstructed from fragments of memory and informed intuition. But the emotional core, the lived experience of a child navigating a world where safety could never be assumed, where love was conditional and often withheld, where survival required strategies that later became burdens—this remains inviolate.

      In the pages that follow, you will meet the boy I was and the man I am becoming. You will witness choices made under duress and in freedom, relationships that wounded and those that healed, moments of despair and unexpected joy. You will see how stories—both those we live and those we create—have the power to destroy and to save us.

      I invite you to read with both compassion and discernment, to recognize in these specific experiences the universal human journey toward wholeness after fragmentation. And perhaps, in the spaces between fact and fiction, between what happened and how I have made sense of it, you might find reflections of your own story, your own struggles, your own capacity for resilience and growth.

      The dawn is breaking now, light spilling through my window as I write these final introductory words. It feels fitting—this movement from darkness into day, from silence into speech, from isolated suffering into shared understanding. This is not just my story anymore. In reading it, you become part of its unfolding, a witness to both what was and what might yet be.

      Thank you for walking this path with me.
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      I don't know how I got to this point in my life sometimes. I'm glad I did, but it isn't easy to fathom. It doesn't make sense when I've wondered who I am or where I'm heading. I guess that is just a part of the journey. Regardless, I've found myself struggling emotionally. I fall to the floor like a tidal wave has hit me, pulling me under. I try to pick myself up, but it hurts. I get to the point where I'm sprawled out on the floor and sobbing.

      To make matters worse, I'm haunted by the emotions of my past. Things I thought I had handled long before, despite years of therapy and countless hours of self-reflection. It's punishing, relentless in its persistence. I'm not too fond of it—this constant reminder of what I've tried so desperately to forget. It is not a thought or something that is forced. It just happens, washing over me in moments when I least expect it, leaving me gasping for air and clinging to whatever stability I can find.

      While I may not understand it fully, something deep within tells me I've needed to grieve what I neglected when I was younger. I had to push it all aside then. It was all about survival. Every day was about making it through, putting one foot in front of the other, breathing in and out. It wasn't about finding peace, although I wish it were. God, how I wished for peace during those darkest hours. The reality was that I never knew what was going to happen next. I rarely did. Life was unpredictable, chaotic, and I was just trying to stay afloat in a sea that seemed determined to drown me.

      It was vital for me to share my story with the mindset I had over the years. To document the evolution of my thoughts, the shifting of my perspectives, the painful growth that came with each new challenge. I've changed so much—the way I thought, the way I handled things, the way I viewed myself and the world around me. Also, while the story could seem rushed at times, that was intentional. This is how life felt to me. Constantly moving, shifting, never allowing me to catch my breath or find my footing before the next wave hit.

      I've written it all out, every painful detail, every moment of clarity, every setback and triumph, hoping to find some sense of understanding. To make peace with the person I was and embrace the person I'm becoming. This journey of self-discovery and healing has been anything but linear, filled with unexpected turns and painful revelations. But it's my journey, and I'm finally ready to face it head-on. This all brings me to the start of my journey—the real beginning of my story.
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      In 2007, I lived with my mother in Maryland. I don't remember much of the time before that. Anytime I think about it, in my mind, it is all blurry and just a wild haze, fragments of memories that never quite form a complete picture. Living with my mother had its ups and downs—moments of laughter interspersed with periods of uncertainty and fear. It wasn't a glamorous life by any stretch of the imagination, but it was one in which I did learn a few things—pretty much street smarts. Plus, how my decade-long hatred of men started, a deep-seated distrust that would color my relationships for years to come. That is no longer the issue, thankfully, though the journey to healing was long and painful.

      It wasn't about surviving on the streets in the literal sense. It was how to present myself to the streets—properly wearing my clothes and keeping my name-brand high tops from creasing, maintaining that facade of togetherness even when everything inside me was falling apart. I may not have understood it then, but my mother knew how to hold herself during that time, how to project confidence even when she was breaking inside. She constantly challenged me since I had a younger sister to care for, and I was happy to do it, eager to take on responsibilities far beyond my years.

      I did anything and everything my mother asked me to do without question or hesitation. I was growing up quickly, and I didn't even know it, childhood slipping through my fingers like sand. I wasn't what you'd call "homeless" then, as we always had a place to stay and a car to get around in. Yet, on more than one occasion, we'd get pretty close to that edge, teetering precariously between having a roof over our heads and sleeping in our car. It was most likely because I was a kid, but I never—like always—fully understood how we got things. They just appeared as if by magic, necessities materializing when we needed them most. It was a pressing time, from learning how to hold myself to caring for my sister, responsibilities weighing heavily on my small shoulders.

      We stayed in this small townhouse stuck between a block full of identical structures, indistinguishable from one another except for the numbers on the doors. I had a mattress with no sheet for my room—only a pillow and blanket to call my own. I had toys scattered around, prized possessions that brought me moments of escape, and I vividly remember eating endless amounts of ramen noodles in that same room. How did I mess up making ramen noodles? They were never cooked right, always either too firm or too soggy. At least I ate. That is what mattered to me in those moments of hunger.

      It wasn't very long before we left that townhouse. Roughly a year or so? I don't know, time blurred together in those days, one day indistinguishable from the next. We moved to a different part of town and ended up with my sister's father's aunt. I can't remember that lady's name, but I remember many people in that house, too many bodies crammed into too small a space. That lady had a daughter and three sons—all older than me, towering figures in my young life. This period in my life felt quite frightening, shadows lurking in corners and whispers following me down hallways. Even today, I don't see those people as real people. They're monsters in my memory, faceless entities that caused me harm. They did these things to me, and I was made to think it was okay, normal even. I never spoke a word about this situation until some time in 2016 to my mother. She even thought I was lying, her disbelief cutting deeper than the memories themselves. I wish I were making it up. God, how I wish it were all just a terrible nightmare.

      That being said, this next part is graphic. Brace yourself for the darkness that followed me for years.

      It wasn't a problem until a few months into moving in with these people. I mostly rolled with the older boys, trying desperately to fit in, to find some sense of belonging in this new environment. It was talking about girls—uncharted territory for me—and playing video games, normal activities that would soon take a sinister turn. The older boys' bedroom (located on the second floor) had two bunk beds and a small entertainment center with a TV and video game console, a place that should have been safe but became the site of my nightmares.

      Considering I was the youngest of all four of us, I still was a child at heart, innocent and naive. I wanted to play with toys, to hold onto that childhood that was slipping away from me. I looked at the older boys and tried to make them play with me, seeking companionship in my loneliness. I was teased that the more I played with toys, and believe it or not, it would never get me "pussy". So, naturally, I was grossed out by that crude language, that intrusion of adult concepts into my childish world. I kept playing with my toys, clinging to that last vestige of innocence.

      Then, matters got worse, spiraling into territory I couldn't comprehend. It was sometime around Christmas, the house decorated with lights and a small tree in the corner, and I was playing with a wind-up Santa toy on the staircase. The oldest boy came out of the room and noticed me playing there, his eyes fixing on me in a way that made my skin crawl. He walked down to where I was and placed one of my other toys next to Santa. I looked at him and thought he would join me in playing, a moment of hope quickly extinguished.

      He took my toy and said, "Why don't you make them do this?" He flipped the Santa over and placed the groin area of his toy onto mine in a crude simulation. I was too stunned to speak, and my body just went numb, frozen in place. I stared at him until I summoned the confidence to take back my toy, hands trembling. I told him I didn't want to play like that, voice barely above a whisper. He said there were many ways to play, and this way was the most fun way to do so. He smiled at me, a predatory grin that haunts me still. I did not return the gesture, fear gripping my heart. I remember that night I tried to fall asleep. I just couldn't, tossing and turning as his words echoed in my mind.

      I slept on another bunk bed in my mother's room only for a few days until I was moved to sleep in the boy's room. She had just met a new guy, and things were getting serious, her attention diverted from me when I needed it most. I slept on top, and they were underneath me, their presence a constant threat. On a typical night, it was quiet except for the TV playing those infomercials until five o'clock in the morning, a droning background to my restless sleep.

      On this particular night, they decided to have sex, and it was the first time in my life that I had encountered it, sounds and movements I couldn't comprehend. It went on for a long time, and I somehow fell asleep, exhaustion finally claiming me. Before I knew it, morning had arrived, and a new day had presented itself. I was ready to forget what I had experienced and move on, to pretend nothing had happened. I played video games with the boys, and the day was as usual. It was like it had never happened, a brief respite before the storm.

      After eating fast food for dinner and having a pretty dull day, I was tired and fell asleep, blissfully unaware of what was to come. In the wee hours of the morning, the older boy woke me up and asked me to join him and play some video games. The other two boys were already playing games, controllers in hand. I crawled out of bed and joined, excitement momentarily overriding my caution. I was still sleepy, but playing video games all night sounded better than lying awake in fear. Plus, it was against the rules, so I felt like a rebel, a small act of defiance in a life where I had little control. It went fine for some time until they turned the game off, and the environment's mood changed. It got hushed, and I grew nervous, that familiar sense of dread settling in my stomach.

      I couldn't see them since the TV screen had provided the only light in the room, darkness enveloping us. Then, I heard noises like when you usually hear if someone is enjoying a lollipop, wet sounds that made my skin crawl. At that moment, it didn't associate with anything negative in my innocent mind. I just wasn't sure how the boys had gotten candy, confusion momentarily overriding my fear. Curious and apprehensive, I eventually stood up and let my eyes focus on the dark, the scene before me coming into horrifying clarity.

      The boys were naked, and the older boy was getting oral sex from the youngest. The second youngest was pleasuring himself while watching the other two, a tableau of depravity that my young mind couldn't process. I couldn't believe my eyes, and I did not understand what was happening in front of me, reality warping into something nightmarish. The older boy extended his hand to me, and I don't know why I took it, perhaps seeking connection in my confusion. He pulled me over to him, and he kissed me, his lips rough against mine. I froze, every muscle in my body tensing. I didn't return anything to him. I just sat there while he kissed me, mind screaming but body paralyzed.

      Eventually, my clothes were pulled off, and I was naked, exposed and vulnerable. I was being touched in places, and weird feelings erupted, sensations I couldn't process or understand. I was becoming overwhelmed, drowning in confusion and fear.

      Nonetheless, I couldn't move, couldn't fight, couldn't scream. I didn't know what to do, helplessness washing over me in waves. I felt a hand on my head and was pushed down to the oldest boy's genitals, forced into an act I couldn't comprehend. I didn't perform oral sex, but I was smashed into it, face pressed against him. It felt demeaning, degrading in ways I couldn't articulate. The feel and smell of it gave me a sickening feeling, bile rising in my throat. I tried to break free, but it was all thought. My body did not listen or make the physical reaction I was trying to make it do. I was helpless and so confused, trapped in a nightmare I couldn't escape.

      That was my first encounter with a male individual in that way, a violation that would shape my perceptions for years to come. I just sat through it and took it, unable to fight or flee. It eventually stopped for me that night, but the boys kept going until it was almost time for school, their activities continuing as I retreated into myself.

      I didn't speak of it or attempt to put thought into the experience. I mean, what was I going to do? If I had mentioned it to someone, they would've seen me as a liar, dismissed my pain as imagination. I was doomed to keep it inside me forever, a secret that festered and grew, and it kept happening for some time, a recurring nightmare I couldn't escape. The longer it went on, the closer and closer it got to actual intercourse, boundaries pushed further each time.

      When I turned 8, they convinced me that I loved doing this, that
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